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Observational 
Methods

• Interviews provide a relatively 
quick way of gathering a sort of 
information, but we can not be 
sure that what people say they 
do is what they actually do.

2

do is what they actually do.

• The researcher systematically
watches people and events to 
observe everyday behaviors 
and relationships.



Observational 
Methods

• Appropriate for studying:

– How organizations work

– The role by different staff 

– The interaction between staff 

and clients
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and clients



• Unlike the natural sciences, 
qualitative observation 
normally aspires to be 
naturalistic in that people are 
studied in situ with as little 
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studied in situ with as little 
interference by the researcher 
as is feasible and ethical.



• It is now common in qualitative 
policy evaluation to use 
observation to confirm nuance 
accounts given by 
interviewees.

5

interviewees.



Access to the Field

• Not to choose a setting to 
generalize to a whole 
population; purposeful 
sampling

• Access to a setting or group is 
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• Access to a setting or group is 
often negotiated via a 
‘gatekeeper’, someone in a 
position to allow and ideally to 
facilitate the research.

• The researcher needs to be 
accepted by the group but 
avoid ‘going native’.



Hawthorn Effect

• In semi public spaces: 
detached observer

• Reduce over time

• Covert research role: ethical 
issues
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issues

– Sensitive topics

– Difficult to access groups

• Overt but in different extends



Goals For Today

• What is Ethnography?

• Characteristics of Ethnography

• Selection of Ethnography as 
Method

• Steps for Conducting 
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• Steps for Conducting 
ethnographic Research



What is Ethnography?
Writing Culture

• A means of studying groups of 

individuals' Iifeways or patterns.

• Anthropology is synonymous with 

the term ethnography.  The 
product of anthropologists' work 
is ethnography.
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is ethnography.

• "Ethnography is the work of 

describing culture“.

• Ethnography is more than the study 

of the people; rather, "ethnography 

means learning from people“.



Ethnography; case study 
research

• Research process

• Product of the research

• Ethnography emphasis the 
importance of understanding 
the symbolic world in which 
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the symbolic world in which 
people live.

• This entails prolonged contact
with the setting and groups 
being studied; immersion



What is Ethnography?

• Ethnography is the study of 
any given group of people – be 
in a tribal group, a church 
group, or even one class.

• Ethnographer is the middle 
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• Ethnographer is the middle 
person who, transcribing what 
they see and hear into writing.



What is Ethnography?

• The ethnographer participates, 
overtly or covertly, in peoples’ 
daily lives for an extended 
period of time, watching what 
happens, listening to what is 
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happens, listening to what is 
said, asking questions; in fact 
collecting whatever data are 
available to throw light on the 
issues with which he or she is 
concerned.



How should ethnography 
be conducted?

• “There is not a single standard 
form of ethnography“.

• “The style and method of 
ethnography are a function of 
the ethnographer, who brings 
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the ethnographer, who brings 
her or his own scientific 
traditions, training, and 
socialization to the research.



Ethnographic 
method

� Scientific description and 
interpretation of cultural or 
social groups and systems
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Culture

� Culture is the set of 
shared attitudes, values, 
concepts, beliefs, and 
practices that can be 
attributed to the members 
of the group being studied.
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of the group being studied.



Goals For Today

• What is Ethnography?

• Characteristics of 
Ethnography

• Selection of Ethnography as 
Method
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Method

• Steps for Conducting 
ethnographic Research



Characteristics of 
Ethnography

(1) researcher as instrument

(2) fieldwork

(3) the cyclic nature of data 
collection and analysis. 

(4) the focus on culture
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(4) the focus on culture

(5) cultural immersion

(6) the tension between 
researcher as researcher and 
researcher as cultural member, 
also called reflexivity



The focus on culture

• Unique to ethnography is the 
focus on the culture. 
Ethnography is the only 
research method whose sole 
purpose is to understand the 
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purpose is to understand the 
life ways of individuals 
connected through group 
membership.



cultural immersion

• Another characteristic of 
ethnography is the depth and 
length of participation
ethnographers must have with 
the culture under study. The 
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the culture under study. The 
researcher's participation has 
been called cultural immersion, 
which requires that 
researchers live among the 
people being studied.



Reflexivity

• The struggle for objectivity in 
collecting and analyzing data while 
being so closely involved with the 
group is a characteristic unique to 
ethnography.

• Also of concern is the researcher's 
knowledge that just being present 
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knowledge that just being present 
in the culture on some level affects 
its character.

• The duality of being both 
researcher and participant provides 
opportunities to capitalize on 
insights derived from datum 
sources.



Researcher view

� Emic : native’s or insider’s 
view

�Etic : outsider’s view
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Goals For Today

• What is Ethnography?

• Characteristics of Ethnography

• Selection of Ethnography as 
Method

• Steps for Conducting 
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• Steps for Conducting 
ethnographic Research



Selection of Ethnography as 
Method

• 1. To document "the existence of 
alternative realities and to describe 
these realities in [the terms of the 
people studied] “Much of what 
individuals know about other 
cultures they interpret based on 
their own culture.
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their own culture.

• 2. to discover grounded theories

• 3. to better understand complex 
societies

• 4. to understand human behavior. 
Human behavior has meaning, and 
ethnography is one way to discover 
that meaning.



Selection of Ethnography 
as Method

• If your research question requires an in 

depth understanding of social context, 

then ethnography is an important method: 

through direct observation of behaviors 

and through interaction with others.
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Ethnographer ask questions 
such as:

• How do individuals view their 
world?

• What is their story?

• How is a custom understood 
by members of a given 
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by members of a given 
culture?



Goals For Today

• What is Ethnography?

• Characteristics of Ethnography

• Selection of Ethnography as 
Method

• Steps for Conducting 
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• Steps for Conducting 
ethnographic Research



Recording 
Observational Data

• Researcher acting as the research 

instrument and documenting the 

world she or he observes.

• This requires not only good 
observational skills, but good 

memory and clear, detailed and 

• Researcher acting as the research 

instrument and documenting the 

world she or he observes.

• This requires not only good 
observational skills, but good 

memory and clear, detailed and 
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memory and clear, detailed and 

systematic recording

• The research role adopted, 

whether covert or overt, participant 

or non-participant, can influence 

the process of recording.

memory and clear, detailed and 

systematic recording

• The research role adopted, 

whether covert or overt, participant 

or non-participant, can influence 

the process of recording.



• Initial notes or jotting to record key 
events, quotes, and impressions 
serve as a prompt to full field notes
that ideally written up as soon as 
possible after the observation pilot.

• Field notes provide detailed, highly 
descriptive accounts of what was 

28

descriptive accounts of what was 
observed.

• It is important that concrete 
description are recorded and not 
simply impressions.

• Personal impressions of 
researcher, feeling and reaction to 
these observation should be 
written.



• First or third person.

• Different time

• The process of writing takes 
considerable time and is not 
straightforward.
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straightforward.



Theorizing from 
observational research

• It entails close reading and 
rereading of all the field notes, 
and an iterative process of 
developing categories, and 
testing and refining them to 
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testing and refining them to 
develop theories and 
explanations.



Researcher roles

• To participate in the culture, 

• Observe the participants, 

• Document observations, 

• Collect artifact, 

• Interview members of the 
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• Interview members of the 
cultural group,

• Analyze the findings, and

• Report the findings.



Observations

• Three types of observations 
are descriptive, focused, and 
Selective. Descriptive 
observations start when the 
researcher enters the social 
situation:
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situation:
– Space                     - Event

– Actors                     - Time

– Activities                 - Goals

– Objects                   - feeling

– Act (any single action)



Disadvantages

• Not lead to generalizable 
finding

• Considerable time

• Costly

• Ethical Issues
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• Ethical Issues



• The quality of observational 
studies depends more than 
most methods on the quality of 
the researcher.
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• One criticism of much 
contemporary ethnography in 
health care settings is that it 
seldom adheres to the original 
idea of immersion.
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idea of immersion.



Goals For Today

• What is Ethnography?

• Characteristics of 
Ethnography

• Selection of Ethnography as 
Method
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Method

• Steps for Conducting 
ethnographic Research


